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Abstract
Refugees are one of the most at-risk groups to experience economic exclusion and poverty
due to the often abrupt and unplanned nature of their forced displacement and structural
barriers after resettlement. This study aimed to explore the prevalence of multidimensional
poverty (deprivations in five domains of education, health, living standard, economic security and housing) and factors associated with this complex problem amongst newly resettled refugees in the USA. Using 2016, 2017 and 2018 Annual Survey of Refugees data-sets
and an adjusted version of the census Multidimensional Deprivation Index, poverty in different aspects of life was measured. Multivariate correlational analyses were utilised to explore possible associations between poverty, length of residence in the USA, permanent
residency status and English language proficiency. The findings of this study suggested that
over half of the surveyed refugees were multidimensionally poor. Limited English language
proficiency at the time of the data collection was the best predictor of multidimensional
poverty amongst the explored factors. Estimated rates of poverty amongst refugees call
for further attention to policies fostering the economic integration of refugees as new
Americans in the USA. Recommendations for resources, interventions and policies fostering
refugees’ economic integration and well-being were discussed.
Keywords: Ager and Strang’s (2008) refugee integration framework, English language
proﬁciency, multidimensional deprivation, poverty, refugees
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Introduction
Refugees are at a high risk of experiencing poverty. For most refugees,
escape from home counties is unplanned (Potocky and Naseh, 2019).
Refugees often gather limited resources before fleeing their countries,
and those resources are likely to be exhausted during the journey to
safety (Naseh et al., 2019). Refugees are overrepresented in minimumwage jobs and after resettlement due to an array of reasons including undervaluation of the education or skills, discrimination, limited proficiency
in the language, limited knowledge about the job market of the new
countries and the urgency of having an income (Anderson et al., 2014;
Alnaeemi, 2018).
Once refugees arrive in the USA, they are eligible to receive assistance such as Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program and/or
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) for up to ninety days
through the State Department’s Reception and Placement Program
(Potocky and Naseh, 2019). After this period, many refugees are eligible
to receive further assistance such as time-limited cash assistance, medical
insurance and English language training for up to eight months after
their arrival in the USA from the Department of Health and Human
Services Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR). However, these services emphasise achieving self-sufficiency in the shortest possible period of
time and do not necessarily enhance the refugees’ quality of life
(Potocky and Naseh, 2019).
Poverty amongst refugees is a complex problem and can have different
dimensions. Poverty is often quantified and reported based on income;
however, poverty can involve more than lack of money or assets.
Multidimensional poverty indices have received more attention in recent
years, as these indices capture deprivation in various aspects of life. In
this study, poverty amongst refugees was quantified using an adjusted
version of the census Multidimensional Deprivation Index (MDI), which
measures deprivations in five domains: education, health, living standards, economic security and housing quality (Glassman, 2021). In this
study, we utilised the Annual Survey of Refugees (ASR) data-sets to
measure poverty multidimensionally and explore possible associations
between poverty rates and selected risk factors (lack of permanent residency, limited English language proficiency and shorter residency period
in the USA). We hypothesised these risk factors shape parts of the trajectories of poverty amongst adult refugees after resettlement in the
USA.
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Existing evidence suggests deprivation along multiple metrics of life
exists amongst newly resettled refugees in the USA. In a study by the
Migration Policy Institute, more than half of the Bhutanese, Burmese,
Iraqis, Liberian and Somalian refugee households were lived below the
federal income poverty lines (Capps et al., 2015). In a study of food insecurity amongst 281 refugees who resettled in Midwestern cities in the
USA, approximately 25 per cent of the study population reported income levels lower than USD 500 per month for their households
(Hadley et al., 2010). In a qualitative study amongst a sample of twentyeight Bosnian refugees in Chicago, Miller and colleagues (2002) found
evidence of a lack of adequate income and access to proper housing
amongst the majority of refugees in their study population. High rates of
unemployment (65 per cent), living in overcrowded housing and houselessness were also reported amongst refugees living in Arizona, Michigan
and Missouri (Jamil et al., 2012; Yako and Biswas, 2014).
In the 2018 ORR annual report to Congress, the unemployment rate
for refugees was 11.6 per cent, approximately twice the national unemployment rate amongst adults (5.4 per cent). Research published by the
Pew Research Center shows that in general, foreign-born workers are
more likely to be employed in low-skill and minimum-wage occupations
compared with native-born workers in the USA (Bennett, 2020). A study
conducted by New American Economy (2015) reported that the foreignborn individuals make up 16.5 per cent of the working-age population in
the USA, and 72.9 per cent of them are farm and crop workers.
Although these reports do not have disaggregated data on refugees,
smaller-scale studies confirm high rates of poverty amongst different
groups of resettled refugees in the USA (Miller et al., 2002; Hadley
et al., 2010; Capps et al., 2015). Over-representation of foreign-born
workers (including refugees) in labour-intensive and minimum-wage jobs
in the USA has been frequently associated with their limited English language proficiency in the literature (Sienkiewicz et al., 2013; Brown and
Scribner, 2014). The overrepresentation of refugees in minimum-wage
jobs could also be the result of the under-evaluation of their foreign education and skills, migration policies and stigma and discrimination in host
communities (Anderson et al., 2014; Alnaeemi, 2018). Lower levels of income and deprivation in different aspects of life amongst immigrants and
refugees have also been associated with demographic and pre-migration
factors including age, gender and education upon arrival in the country
(Griffiths and Loy, 2019).
The overrepresentation of refugees in the lower-wage professions results
in multiple reciprocal effects. The lack of liquid assets creates barriers to
the pursuit of education and inhibits mobility to leverage job opportunities
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Conceptual framework
The conceptual framework of this study is guided by the capability approach to poverty (Laderchi et al., 2003). The capability approach to
poverty was introduced by Sen (1988, 1999) in response to the limitations
of the monetary approach to poverty. The capability approach quantifies
the problem of poverty based on households’ or individuals’ ability to
fulfil their needs and be what they want to be (Laderchi et al., 2003).
The Alkire–Foster (AF) method uses the capability approach to incorporate different domains and indicators in one index to measure poverty
(Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative [OPHI], n.d.). The
AF method is flexible, and the list of domains and indicators can change
based on the context. The U.S. Census Bureau used the AF method to
design the MDI (Glassman, 2021). In this quantitative descriptive study,
poverty amongst refugees was calculated using a multidimensional index
adjusted from the MDI, measuring deprivations in five domains: education, health, living standards, economic security and housing quality.
The conceptual framework of this study also relies on Ager and
Strang’s (2008) refugee integration framework to explore possible factors
associated with poverty amongst refugees (Figure 1). Ager and Strang’s
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in more remote areas (Klein and Smart, 2017). Many refugees do not have
the credit history required for car loans, and in most parts of the country
having a vehicle is necessary to access jobs and economic opportunities.
Lack of affordable child care is another factor that disproportionately
impacts those with limited financial assets, including newly resettled
refugees (Hooper et al., 2016). Limited access to child care can limit the
possible work hours and type of work possible for working-age members of
a refugee household with young children. Long hours of work in minimumwage jobs can also restrict opportunities for learning about new technologies and skill development, thus further marginalising refugees. Long hours
of work in minimum-wage occupations can also impact the physical health
of refugee households (Lindsay et al., 2018).
Whilst most refugees flee war or conflict-impacted areas, many escape
their home countries due to fear of persecution based on their political
opinion, membership in a particular group or religion. Demographics of
resettled refugees also differ based on ongoing conflicts around the world
and the country’s policies and priorities for resettlement. Their journeys
and life experiences after arriving to the USA may also vary based on
the resettlement programmes and the initial support provided. In this
study, we compared poverty rates amongst a representative sample of
refugees who arrived in the USA between 2011 and 2017, whilst
acknowledging that the findings cannot capture the diversity and
complexity of refugee experiences.
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(2008) refugee integration framework suggests that the successful integration of refugees can be measured by ‘Markers and Means’ including
employment, housing, education and health. This framework also suggests that Foundation (rights and citizenship), Facilitators (language, cultural knowledge, safety and stability) and Social Connections (social
bridge, social bonds and social links) can contribute to the successful integration of refugees after resettlement. Based on the Social Exclusion
Theory (Silver, 1995), factors contributing to the integration of refugees
in the community could also prevent poverty. Therefore, we used an adjusted version of Ager and Strang’s (2008) refugee integration framework (Figure 2), and we hypothesised that multidimensional poverty
amongst refugees is associated with their permanent residency status
(representing rights and a path to citizenship), level of English language
proficiency (representing language and cultural knowledge), number of
years in the USA (representing stability) and social connections (representing social bonds, bridges and links).

Methods
Using 2016, 2017 and 2018 ASR data-sets, we calculated multidimensional poverty amongst a representative sample of refugees in the USA.
The ASR is a cross-sectional data-set collecting information on the selfsufficiency and integration of refugees in their first five years in the
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Figure 1: Ager and Strang’s (2008) refugee integration framework.
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USA. According to the Urban Institute (2021), the ASR is the only scientifically collected national data-set on refugees’ economic integration
in the USA. The utilised ASR data-sets in this study contained data collected through stratified probability sampling and telephone interviews
with 4,500 principal applicants for refugee resettlement (1,500 interviews
in each wave) between 2015 and 2017. The ASR interviewees answered
questions on behalf of their households, and household members aged
16 and above.
Poverty in this study is an outcome variable and was measured based
on an adjusted version of the MDI. The MDI measures deprivation in
six dimensions: (1) education, (2) health, (3) living standard, (4) economic security, (5) housing quality and (6) neighbourhood quality
(Glassman, 2021). We used similar dimensions in our multidimensional
poverty index for this study whilst excluding neighbourhood quality due
to limitations of the selected data-set.
Based on the MDI definition, a person is poor in the education dimension if they are nineteen years or older and do not have a high school diploma or General Education Diploma (GED) (Glassman, 2021). We
used a similar indicator and categorised refugees nineteen years or older
as poor in this dimension if they arrived in the country without eleven
years of schooling and have not attended an educational programme in
the USA to earn a high school diploma or GED. In the health dimension
of the MDI, a person without health insurance or an older adult with at
least two disabilities is poor (Glassman, 2021). Due to limitations of our
selected data-set, we adjusted the health indicator and marked those living with a chronic health condition, defined as a health condition lasting
for six months or more, as poor. Deprivation in the living standard domain of the MDI is defined based on household income poverty rates
(Glassman, 2021). We used a similar indicator and marked any individual
living in an income poor household as poor in the living standard domain. Economic security is defined by two indicators according to the
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Figure 2: Conceptual framework of the study.
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Table 1. The MDI and the index for this study
Dimension

MDI
Poor if . . .

Education

Health

Living standards
Economic security

Housing quality

Neighbourhood quality

Aged 19 or older and without
a high school diploma or
GED.
Lacked health insurance. (For
age 65 or older: or
reported at least two
disabilities.)
In poverty according to the
ofﬁcial poverty measure.
Unemployed at the time of
the survey.
Lived in a household in which
average household hours
worked or average household weeks worked for
working-age adults <20 h a
week or <26 weeks a year
(For 65 or older: and had
minimal retirement
income.)
Lived in a housing unit with
more than two people per
bedroom or lived in a
shelter.
Lived in a deprived block
group as measured by the
Area Deprivation Index.

Multidimensional poverty index of the study
Poor if . . .
Same as MDI

Adjusted: Reported a chronic
health condition.

Same as MDI.
Same as MDI.
Same as MDI (For refugees 65
or older retirement income
is not applicable.)

Adjusted: The place of living
is not rented or owned or
the household lives in a
public housing project.
Excluded due to lack of data.
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MDI definition: (a) employment and (b) average hours or weeks of
work (Glassman, 2021). We used similar indicators in our index and categorised unemployed adults or those working less than 20 h a week or
26 weeks a year as poor in this domain. An individual is deprived in the
housing domain of the MDI if they live in a housing unit with more than
two individuals per bedroom or if they live in a shelter (Glassman,
2021). We adjusted this indicator based on the available data in our
data-set and marked those living in public housing projects and those
who did not own their place of living or did not pay rent for it as poor
(Table 1). Identified individuals as poor by each indicator received Code
1 and not poor individuals received Code 0.
Based on the conceptual framework of the study, outcome variables
included permanent residency status, English language proficiency, number of years in the USA and social connections. Permanent residency
status in this study was a binary variable separating those who applied
for permanent residency (Code 0) from those who did not (Code 1).
Similarly, English language proficiency was a binary variable separating
those who could speak English well or very well at the time of the
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Results
The majority of the surveyed refugees (between 32 per cent and 44 per
cent) were living in households with five or more members. Around onefourth of the surveyed refugees self-identified as Arab (between 25 per
cent and 35 per cent) with the country of origin as Iraq (between 28 per
cent and 33 per cent). The majority of the surveyed refugees were
young, whilst between 27 per cent and 32 per cent were 18 and younger.
Slightly more than half of the sample (between 52 per cent and 53 per
cent) was female (see Table 2).

Poverty rates
Around one-third of the surveyed refugees were poor in the education
domain, and between 21 per cent and 23 per cent were poor in the
health domain. Average annual household income changed slightly between 2015 and 2017, resulting in income poverty or poverty in living
standards rates of 67–72 per cent. Over half of the surveyed individuals
lived in households that were categorised as poor in the economic security domain. Poverty in the housing domain was between 19 per cent and
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interview (Code 0) from those who could not speak English well or very
well (Code 1). The number of years in the USA was a categorical variable, classifying refugees to those who have been in the country up to
one year (Code 4), between one and two years (Code 3), between three
and four years (Code 2), between four and five years (Code 1) and over
five years (Code 0). Due to the limitations of the selected data-set for
the study, we could not quantify social connections as a variable and excluded it.
We used logistic regression to test our hypothesis and explore the possible relationship between the study outcome variable (poverty) and independent variables (permanent residency status, English language
proficiency and years in the USA). To better understand the relationship
between the variables of the study, we controlled for pre-migration factors including ethnic origin (categorical variable, from Code 0 to Code
12: Arab; Bhutanese and Lhotshampas; Chaldean [mainly from Iraq];
Chin [mainly from Burma]; Darod [mainly from Somalia], Karen [mainly
from Southeast Asia]; Kurd [mainly from Iraqi and Iranian]; Latino,
Latinx, Hispanic or Cuban; Nepalese; Siryac [mainly from Syria];
Tigrinya [mainly from Eritrea] and Other), age (categorical variable,
from Code 0 to Code 7: 18 and under, 19–30, 31–40, 41–50, 51–60, 61–
70, 71 and above) and sex (binary variable: male[Code 0]/
female[Code1]). All analyses were conducted using Stata 17.

Multidimensional Poverty amongst Refugees in the USA Page 9 of 20

Household
characteristics

Subgroups

Number of
household
members

1
2
3
4
5 and more
Arab
Bhutanese and
Lhotshampas
Chaldean (mainly
from Iraq)
Chin (mainly
from Burma)
Darod (mainly
from Somalia)
Fars (mainly
from Iran)
Karen (mainly
from
Southeast
Asia)
Kurd (mainly
from Iraqi and
Iranian)
Latinx, Latino,
Hispanic or
Cuban
Nepalese
Siryac (mainly
from Syria)
Tigrinya (mainly
from Eritrea)
Other
18 and under
19–30
31–40
41–50
51–60
61–70
71 and above
Male
Female

Ethnicity

Age

Biological sex

Distribution in percentage (number of households)
2015
(ASR 2016)

2016
(ASR 2017)

2017
(ASR 2018)

6%
10%
16%
25%
43%
25%
6%

5%
10%
13%
23%
49%
31%
2%

21%
15%
12%
19%
32%
35%
8%

(312)
(462)
(726)
(1,196)
(2,080)
(1,171)
(305)

(251)
(492)
(699)
(1,152)
(2,485)
(1,576)
(108)

(319)
(229)
(185)
(290)
(491)
(1,869)
(396)

9% (441)

6% (283)

4% (232)

5% (227)

4% (203)

4% (190)

No observations

3% (170)

2% (117)

No observations

2% (116)

No observations

8% (387)

6% (314)

7% (384)

No observations

No observations

2% (112)

4% (212)

5% (261)

3% (148)

4% (179)
2% (118)

4% (225)
No observations

No observations
No observations

No observations

No observations

3% (138)

37%
27%
21%
19%
11%
7%
4%
10%
53%
47%

(1,736)
(1,317)
(994)
(905)
(551)
(337)
(189)
(483)
(2,510)
(2,264)

37%
30%
22%
18%
10%
7%
4%
9%
52%
48%

(1,823)
(1,503)
(1,117)
(939)
(510)
(363)
(201)
(446)
(2,659)
(47.57)

32%
32%
20%
18%
11%
6%
4%
9%
52%
48%

(1,674)
(1,701)
(1,035)
(971)
(579)
(298)
(192)
(484)
(2,731)
(2,522)

28 per cent (Table 3). Poverty rates across all domains increased slightly
from 2015 to 2017, whilst the rates were consistent in most domains between 2015 and 2016.
Over half of the surveyed refugees were multidimensionally poor.
Close to 52 per cent (591) of the surveyed refugees in 2015, around 56
per cent (725) in 2016 and close to 63 per cent (734) in 2017 were poor
in two or more domains and therefore were categorised as
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Poverty

Distribution of poverty in percentage (number of households)

Education
Health
Living standards
Economic security
Housing quality

2015
(ASR 2016)

2016
(ASR 2017)

2017
(ASR 2018)

34%
21%
67%
54%
19%

34%
21%
67%
56%
19%

35%
23%
72%
57%
28%

(1,240)
(669)
(3,340)
(1,897)
(202)

(1,302)
(703)
(3,422)
(2,033)
(294)

(1,316)
(744)
(3,784)
(2,098)
(230)

Table 4. Per cent and number of poor surveyed refugees in different numbers of poverty
domains
Multidimensional poverty

Not poor
Poor in
Poor in
Poor
Poor in
Poor in
Poor in
Poor in

none of the domains
one domain
two domains
three domains
four domains
ﬁve domains

Distribution in percentage (number of households)
2015
(ASR 2016)

2016
(ASR 2017)

2017
(ASR 2018)

48%
18%
30%
52%
23%
17%
10%
2%

44%
16%
28%
56%
26%
19%
9%
2%

37%
16%
22%
63%
27%
21%
11%
3%

(554)
(209)
(345)
(591)
(263)
(191)
(113)
(24)

(568)
(212)
(356)
(725)
(339)
(244)
(116)
(26)

(437)
(181)
(256)
(734)
(316)
(251)
(129)
(38)

multidimensionally poor (Table 4). Poverty in the living standards or income poverty rates were higher compared with poverty in other
domains, between 67 per cent and 72 per cent of the surveyed refugees
were living in income poor households. Over half of the surveyed refugees were not economically secure; between 54 per cent and 57 per cent
of the surveyed refugees were either unemployed or lived in households
in which the total average weekly hours of adult members were less than
20 h or they worked less than twenty-six weeks in the past year. Around
one-third (between 31 per cent and 33 per cent) of the surveyed refugees
who were poor in the living standards domain were not poor in the economic security domain across data-sets, meaning that they were
employed and lived in households with adults working the minimum
hours of work, but their household income was still below national poverty lines.

Factors associated with poverty
The logistic regression models could explain between 6.5 per cent and
7.5 per cent of the variance in multidimensional poverty amongst
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Table 3. Distribution of poverty across the ﬁve domains of the multidimensional poverty index
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Year (ASR)
2015 (ASR 2016)
Permanent residency
English language
Years in the USA
Ethnicity
Age
Biological sex
Constant
2016 (ASR 2017)
Permanent residency
English language
Years in the USA
Ethnicity
Age
Biological sex
Constant
2017 (ASR 2018)
Permanent residency
English language
Years in the USA
Ethnicity
Age
Biological sex
Constant

Odds ratio

Std. error

Z

P> jzj

95% confidence interval

0.8578417
1.569328
1.050236
0.9923409
1.366789
3.671349
0.0740967

0.2279663
0.3294911
0.0997878
0.023203
0.1173069
1.122012
0.0404161

0.58
2.15
0.52
0.33
3.64
4.26
4.77

0.564
0.032
0.606
0.742
0
0
0

0.5095718
1.039915
0.8717866
0.9478902
1.15517
2.016913
0.0254396

1.224093
1.797248
0.8908487
0.9328349
1.322174
2.520465
0.2480371

0.262454
0.2881076
0.0533069
0.0180171
0.0846418
0.4202811
0.0838894

0.94
3.66
1.93
3.6
4.36
5.54
4.12

0.346
0
0.053
0
0
0
0

0.804102
1.312672
0.7922633
0.8981821
1.166265
1.817795
0.127829

0.6085273
1.921164
0.9479284
1.007446
1.429409
1.593696
0.2565768

0.1467184
0.2935588
0.0491162
0.0189606
0.0968811
0.2826813
0.0880203

2.06
4.27
1.03
0.39
5.27
2.63
3.97

0.039
0
0.302
0.693
0
0.009
0

0.3793603
1.423962
0.8563892
0.9709606
1.251598
1.125704
0.1309807

refugees. Amongst the independent variables of the study, limited
English language proficiency at the time of the interview was the best
predictor of poverty. Compared with those who could speak English well
or very well, the odds of being poor for those who could not speak
English well or very well were 1.5–1.9 times higher (Table 5). Around
half of the sample in each wave (between 54 per cent and 56 per cent)
could speak English well or very well at the time of the interview. Whilst
limited English language proficiency had statistically significant associations with poverty across all three waves of the data-set, the association
between lack of permanent residency and poverty was only statistically
significant in 2017. In 2015, around 73 per cent (n ¼ 2,290) of the sample,
and in 2016, around 85 per cent (n ¼ 2,780) of the sample had applied
for permanent residency at the time of the interview. This rate was
around 87 per cent (n ¼ 2,816) in 2017. The association between period
of residency in the USA and poverty was not statistically significant.

Discussion and implications
In our data-sets, the proportion of refugees who met criteria for multidimensional poverty increased each year between 2015 and 2017, with
nearly two-thirds (63 per cent) being classified as poor in 2017. Amongst
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Table 5. Logistic regression models
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the five poverty dimensions, refugees were found to face the greatest
poverty in living standards (72 per cent in 2017) and economic security
(57 per cent in 2017). These findings underscore a growing vulnerability
amongst refugee communities that may have worsened since 2017 due to
the harmful health and economic effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on
refugees (Chishti and Bolter, 2020). Our findings are in line with Ager
and Strang’s (2008) suggestion that refugees’ rights (represented by permanent residency) and language and cultural knowledge (represented by
English language proficiency) play a role in refugee integration in host
communities, and our assumption that these factors can be associated
with poverty.
Lacking permanent residency correlated with increased risk of poverty
in 2017, though not in 2016 or 2015. Whilst refugees are required to apply for permanent residency within their first year in the USA (U.S.
Citizenship and Immigrations Services [USCIS], 2019), some may not be
aware of this requirement or how to complete the application. Further,
the time for processing permanent residency applications can take up to
thirty-three months, which can place additional stress on refugees who
do meet the one-year application requirement (Visa Place, 2022).
Generally, lack of permanent residency places immigrants in vulnerable
positions of notable stress, particularly related to employment (Preston,
2011; Costa, 2021). Therefore, findings from the current study denote a
key vulnerability related to delaying applications for permanent residency and consequently citizenship. Because refugees have not only the
legal right, but also a requirement to apply for this status, service providers can serve a vital role in supporting refugees through this process
by promoting higher wages and employment securities.
Limited English proficiency also emerged as a significant predictor of
poverty. Research suggests that approximately 6 per cent of refugees are
English proficient upon arrival, with about 28 per cent being proficient
after five years (Richwine, 2017). Though English proficiency tends to increase with time in the USA, in one study, less than half (42 per cent) of
study participants were found to be proficient in English after 20 years
(Capps et al., 2015). In our study, slightly over half of the participants
(between 54 per cent and 56 per cent) reported speaking English well or
very well at the time of the interview. Immigrants, including refugees,
who lack English proficiency face challenges navigating daily tasks and
engaging with essential services, from healthcare providers to their children’s educators (Kim et al., 2011; Cureton, 2020). They might also experience frequent stigma and discrimination (Yeheskel and Rawal, 2019).
Furthering these stressors is that immigrants, including refugees, and especially those in low-skilled jobs, encounter substantial barriers to learning English (Choi and Najar, 2017). First, English is often a difficult
language to learn, so gaining proficiency involves a steep learning curve
(Suárez-Orozco et al., 2008). English language learners who live and
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work with community members who speak their native language also
lack sufficient opportunities to learn English in these settings. Further,
long work hours might prohibit refugees from attending English classes
to gain proficiency (Rodriguez, 2006).
We did not find a statistically significant association between poverty
and period of residency in the USA. The data-set in this study only had
data on refugees’ living conditions and characteristics within the first five
years of their lives in the USA, and this period of time might not be
long enough to impact poverty in this group. Length of residency is a
common indicator of acculturation in the literature (Ager and Strang,
2008; Strang and Ager, 2010; Dharod et al., 2011). However, evidence of
the relationship between poverty and length of residency amongst refugees in the literature is mixed (Elwell et al., 2014; Arafah, 2016;
Alnaeemi, 2018; Dhalimi et al., 2018). Hooper and colleagues (2016)
found that over a period of twenty years, refugees’ income nearly
reaches the average income of native-born individuals. Moreover, in a
qualitative study by Alnaeemi (2018), all but one of the interviewed refugees stated that length of residence in the USA helps with finding an appropriate job. However, in studies by Arafah (2016), Griffiths and Loy
(2019), and Itto (2008), no significant relationship was found between
length of residency and refugees’ economic integration in the USA.
Both females and older refugees were found to be at greatest risk of
multidimensional poverty. Higher rates of poverty amongst women could
be partly explained by the barriers to their participation in the job market including limited access to childcare and cultural concerns. In our
sample, on average, women worked around 8 h less than men in all jobs
in one week (mean ¼ 56.1 [SD ¼ 2.59] versus mean ¼ 47.77 [SD ¼
4.31]). Though data are limited on poverty specific to refugee women in
the USA, research within the broader immigrant community suggests
that immigrant women are more likely to experience poverty (19.7 per
cent) than immigrant men (15.8 per cent) or US-born women (14.7 per
cent) in general (Status of Women in the States, 2022). Refugee women’s
participation in the job market is only slightly lower than that of USborn women’s despite notable challenges that they experience as a result
of their cultural and social values, English proficiency and difficulty navigating the US systems (Hess et al., 2011; Capps et al., 2015). This could
be explained by the fact that refugees typically work in less stable,
lower-paying jobs (Daewood, 2011). Whilst refugees in general earn less
than other immigrant or US-born adults (Daewood, 2011), refugee
women are at a particular disadvantage in terms of wages and job security (Roy, 2019; Horner, 2021).
The results regarding older refugees also align with existing research
findings on immigrants, as data are limited for refugee older adults
(Constante, 2020). Older immigrants have elevated risks of living in poverty, compared with non-immigrant older adults (Burr et al., 2008; Lee
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et al., 2014). Though the majority (about 97 per cent) of refugee arrivals
are under age 65 each year, concern for ageing refugees might be of particular interest as the world’s population is ageing.
Over half of the surveyed refugees in our sample were multidimensionally poor, lived in income-poor households and were economically
insecure. Around one-third of refugees were poor in the education domain, close to one-fourth were poor in the health domain and around
one-fifth were poor in the housing domain. These rates were drastically
higher than the poverty rates amongst the general population in the
USA. For instance, multidimensional poverty rates were 16.4 per cent
and 15.4 per cent, income poverty rates were 14 per cent and 13.4 per
cent and economic insecurity was less than 10 per cent amongst the general population in 2016 and 2017 (Glassman, 2019). Refugees often arrive in the USA with possible lost opportunities for education, poorer
health status resulting from trauma experiences or conflicts and limited
financial assets and social networks due to forced displacement. Many
refugees escape countries that denied their opportunity of education. For
example, certain oppressed groups such as Lhotshampas ethnic group in
Bhutan had limited access to services including education in their home
country.
Almost all refugees are offered government assistance programmes including Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, Refugee Cash
Assistance (RCA), Supplemental Security Income and/or TANF after
resettlement in the USA. However, the available initial supports are not
often adjusted based on need. For example, RCA payment ceilings have
been fixed during the data collection time of this study, despite inflation
rates and increased costs of living. Moreover, eligibility for government
assistance programmes for refugees is time-restricted, and this time is often not long enough to create an opportunity for education, treatment
of chronic health conditions or building financial assets or social networks. Refugees have a remarkable degree of resilience and resistance
considering the adversities that they often experience before, during and
after resettlement. Service providers can leverage refugees’ resilience as
an asset to enhance their overall well-being. Current resettlement policies in the USA are focused on short-term assistance and push refugees
to get a job as soon as possible. The expectation that refugees find a job
and start paying their bills within ninety days after their arrival pushes
refugees to accept minimum-wage jobs. Findings of our study confirm
this by showing that almost one-third of adults living in income poor
households were employed and the adult members of the households
worked at least 20 h of work per week and a minimum of twenty-six
weeks of work per year. Recognising refugees’ strengths and skills can
be an important step in advocating for better job placement for them
and fighting poverty.
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Several limitations in our study must be noted. Data were derived from
an existing data-set, so some measures (e.g. neighbourhood quality) were
not able to be included in the study. Other constructs (e.g. housing quality) had to be measured in a slightly different way than in the MDI.
Poverty in the housing domain might be under-estimated in this model,
as living in overcrowded or substandard housing was not recorded.
Moreover, the calculated housing poverty rates do not account for cultural values that might encourage living with friends or extended family
members without paying rent. In this study, data were analysed crosssectionally for each year so that neither a temporal analysis nor causality
can be explored.
Between 2017 and 2020, the ceiling for refugee admissions drastically
decreased and several restrictive migration policies were passed.
Accordingly, the living situation of refugees during this period could be
very different from what we captured in this study. Another limitation is
that we did not assess for resiliency and strengths amongst refugees.
Refugees possess immense resilience and sources of strength that serve
them in numerous ways whilst leaving their homes, making a difficult
journey to a new destination, possibly living in refugee camps and learning a new country and culture during resettlement (Lewis et al., 2016).

Implications
Our study findings have implications across clinical practice, policymaking and research. In regard to clinical practice, social service providers including social workers should be aware of multiple deprivations
that refugees might experience in life. Unidimensional monetary indices
alone, such as income poverty, might not provide an accurate picture of
poverty amongst refugees. Whilst poverty is a complex problem, our
findings suggest that refugees delaying permanent residency, those with
limited English language proficiency, women and older adults are at the
greatest risk of poverty. Measuring poverty multidimensionally can aid in
thoroughly assessing this complex problem and in identifying domains in
which refugees are most vulnerable. Maintaining a strong knowledge
base of resources to support clients, and particularly those with limited
English language proficiency, is essential toward strengthening wellbeing.
Limited English language proficiency was the best predictor of poverty
amongst surveyed refugees. Refugees often spent years in exile waiting
to be resettled in a new country. The USA can invest in English language training for refugees applying to be resettled in this country whilst
they are in exile. After resettlement, the USA can provide longer
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periods of assistance to support English language learning amongst newly
arrived refugees. For refugees living in remote areas with limited access
to transportation, providing a stable Internet connection and technology
to access information can facilitate English language learning. Ensuring
accessible and supportive training environments for refugees to gain
English language proficiency should be prioritised as an important contributing factor to the long-term integration and well-being of refugees in
the USA.
Existing policies, especially those related to the first year of resettlement, can elevate risk factors for poverty. For example, refugees might
delay their application for permanent residency due to the costs associated with the required documents, such as the cost for the medical examination by USCIS designated doctors also known as civil surgeons.
Waivers could be requested for many of the fees related to application
for permanent residency, however, refugees might need help with submitting requests for waivers or advocating for themselves. Refugees
might need assistance and support completing their permanent residency
applications and in taking their civics test for citizenship. Social workers
can advocate for needed accommodations and the importance of these
steps in refugees’ journey upon arrival. Moreover, social workers can advocate for protections against workplace abuses for refugees before they
receive their permanent residency and to promote viable work opportunities that can strengthen the two poverty domains for which refugees
were found most vulnerable: living standards and economic security.
Higher economic well-being of refugee populations provides a sense of
purpose, improves overall well-being and financial independence.
Becoming self-sufficient is closely tied to one’s ability to invest in education, afford healthcare services and nutritious food and achieve housing
stability. For many immigrant and refugee groups, the most critical step
toward economic well-being is obtaining adequate employment opportunities—either via self-employment or through joining the workforce.
However, the current emphasis on finding a job as soon as possible can
trap refugees in minimum-wage occupations that often require
long-hours of work and consequently leave refugees with no time or opportunities for investment on their human capital. Extending the period
of assistance programmes for refugees can encourage them to invest in
their human capital. Many refugees spent years in refugee camps (e.g.
Burmese), fled conflict-impacted countries (e.g. Syrians) or escaped
genocide (e.g. Rohingyas) before arriving to the USA and consequently
missed opportunities for education and skill training. Training certificates
or skills of many refugees could be under-valued or not recognised in
the USA. Provision of accelerated educational or certificate programmes
in partnership with universities instead of an emphasis on finding a job
as soon as possible may better facilitate growth and sustainable
self-sufficiency of refugees.
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